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Aquatics (synchronized swimming for women only)

Archery

Athletics/Track and Field (decathlon for men only; heptathlon for women only)

Badminton

Basketball

Boxing (women’s boxing included for 2012)

Canoeing

Cycling

Equestrian

Fencing

Football/Soccer

Golf

Gymnastics

Handball

Hockey

Judo

Modern pentathlon

Rowing

Rugby

Sailing

Shooting

Table tennis

Tae kwon do

Tennis

Triathlon

Volleyball

Weight lifting

Wrestling
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100-meter dash

110-meter hurdles

400-meter dash

800-meter run

1,500-meter run

Discus throw

High jump

Long jump

Marathon

Pole vault

Shot put

Triple jump

Individual foil fencing

Individual sabre fencing

1,200-meter freestyle swimming
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NOC: National Olympic Committee (Each country with Olympic teams officially recognized by the International Olympic Committee, or IOC, has a National Olympic Committee.)

April 6–15, 1896: Athens, Greece

14 NOCs, 241 athletes (all men), 43 events

May 14–October 28, 1900: Paris, France

24 NOCs, 997 athletes, 95 events

July 1–November 23, 1904: St. Louis, Missouri, United States

12 NOCs, 651 athletes, 91 events

April 27–October 31, 1908: London, England

22 NOCs, 2,008 athletes, 110 events

May 5–July 27, 1912: Stockholm, Sweden

28 NOCs, 2,407 athletes, 102 events

1916: Berlin, Germany (canceled because of World War I)

April 20–September 12, 1920: Antwerp, Belgium

29 NOCs (Germany and four other countries were not invited to participate), 2,626 athletes, 154 events

May 4–July 27, 1924: Paris, France

44 NOCs (Germany was not invited), 3,089 athletes, 126 events

May 17–August 12, 1928: Amsterdam, the Netherlands

46 NOCs, 2,883 athletes, 109 events

July 30–August 14, 1932: Los Angeles, California, United States

37 NOCs, 1,332 athletes, 117 events

August 1–16, 1936: Berlin, Germany

49 NOCs, 3,963 athletes, 129 events

1940: Tokyo, Japan, then Helsinki, Finland (canceled because of World War II)

1944: London, England (canceled because of World War II)

July 29–August 14, 1948: London, England

59 NOCs (Germany, and Japan, who had lost World War II, were not invited; the Soviet Union did not attend), 4,104 athletes, 136 events

July 19–August 3, 1952: Helsinki, Finland

69 NOCs, 4,955 athletes, 149 events

November 22–December 8, 1956: Melbourne, Australia (Equestrian held in Stockholm, Sweden)

72 NOCs, 3,314 athletes, 145 events

August 25–September 11, 1960: Rome, Italy

83 NOCs, 5,338 athletes, 150 events

October 10–24, 1964: Tokyo, Japan

93 NOCs (South Africa is banned because of apartheid and not allowed back until 1992; Indonesia and North Korea pull out over issues with the IOC), 5,151 athletes, 163 events

October 12–27, 1968: Mexico City, Mexico

112 NOCs, 5,516 athletes, 172 events

August 26–September 11, 1972: Munich, West Germany

121 NOCs, 7,134 athletes, 195 events

July 17–August 1, 1976: Montreal, Canada

92 NOCs (Twenty-two African NOCs boycotted in protest of the New Zealand rugby team’s tour of apartheid South Africa), 6,084 athletes, 198 events

July 19–August 3, 1980: Moscow, Soviet Union

80 NOCs (Lowest number of NOCs since 1956; the United States and 64 other countries, including athletic powerhouses West Germany and Japan, boycotted in response to the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan), 5,179 athletes, 203 events

July 28–August 12, 1984: Los Angeles, California, United States

140 NOCs (The Soviet Union boycotted in retaliation for the 1980 U.S. boycott), 6,829 athletes, 221 events

September 17–October 2, 1988: Seoul, South Korea

159 NOCs (North Korea boycotted, as did Cuba, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua, after host country South Korea becomes a democracy to get to host the Olympics), 8,391 athletes, 237 events

July 25–August 9, 1992: Barcelona, Spain

169 NOCs (no boycotts; South Africa was invited after apartheid was abolished; the Berlin Wall had fallen, uniting Germany; and the Soviet Union had disbanded into twenty-five countries), 9,356 athletes, 257 events

July 19–August 4, 1996: Atlanta, Georgia, United States

197 NOCs, 10,318 athletes, 271 events

September 15–October 1, 2000: Sydney, Australia

199 NOCs, 10,651 athletes, 300 events

August 13–29, 2004: Athens, Greece

201 NOCs, 10,625 athletes, 301 events

August 8–24, 2008: Beijing, China

204 NOCs, 10,942 athletes, 302 events

July 27–August 12, 2012: London, England

Information not yet available

August 5–21, 2016: Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

Information not yet available
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Let the Games Begin!

The world’s greatest international sports competition, the Olympic Games, began more than a century ago on November 25, 1892. That’s when a French baron named Pierre de Coubertin presented his idea to resurrect the ancient Greek sporting tradition of the same name to a group of his colleagues. Four years and a great deal of work later, his idea came to life with the first Games of the modern era. Two hundred forty-one athletes—all men—from fourteen nations traveled to Athens, Greece, to compete in forty-three events. First-place winners were awarded laurel wreaths, diplomas, and silver medals.

From 1896, the Olympics grew steadily into one of the largest and most anticipated international competitions in the world. In 1924, they were separated into Summer and Winter Games with both competitions held in the same calendar year. That format stuck until 1992, when the Games were alternated every two years—the next Winter Games took place in 1994 and the next Summer Games in 1996.

No matter their sport or season, Olympic hopefuls train long and hard for the opportunity to represent their countries in the Games. Those who qualify are the best of the best from their nation. Win or lose, they all have earned a place in Olympic history.

There are those, however, whose stories rise above all others. These are the men and women who astonished the public with their athletic triumphs—or captured its sympathy with their heart-wrenching failures. No book can hope to retell all these moments, for there have simply been too many. The Summer Games alone have hundreds of highlights.

There’s the story of the 1948 gold medalist sharpshooter Karoly Takacs who later learned to fire a gun with his left hand after suffering a crippling injury to his right—and then won his second gold medal in 1952 with left-handed shooting. In 1988, diver Greg Louganis struck his head on the springboard and yet came back to win gold in that event and the platform, the first male to post an Olympic “double-double” in diving. Laszlo Papp, Felix Savon, and Teofilo Stevenson share a place in the record books as the only boxers to win three golds in three straight Games.

Wrestlers, equestrians, basketball players, soccer players, cyclists—the list of amazing Olympians goes on and on. So rather than try to mention them all, this book focuses on the three most popular and storied disciplines from the Summer Games: athletics, also known as track and field; gymnastics; and swimming. Each chapter retells special moments that captivated the world and catapulted the athletes to fame.

So turn the page and, as the old saying goes: Let the Games begin!
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Marathon

In the early fall of 490 BC, Persia invaded the Greek town of Marathon. A Persian victory seemed certain, for the Persian soldiers outnumbered the Greeks almost three to one. The invaders would then have a clear shot at Athens, the heart of the Greek civilization. If Athens fell, Greece itself would likely fall.

Against all odds, the Greeks won the Battle of Marathon. A messenger called Pheidippides (also known as Philippides) was ordered to Athens to proclaim the victory. Legend has it that he ran the entire way, a distance of more than forty kilometers. When he reached the city, he announced the good news, and then collapsed and died. From that event, we get the word marathon, a race of forty kilometers, or about twenty-five miles. (The distance of the marathon was changed to 26.2 miles in 1908 for the Olympic Games in London, England.)

This long-distance race would later become the highlight of the 1896 Games in Athens, Greece. On April 10, seventeen runners took off toward Athens from Marathon, retracing Pheidippides’s route. Few had ever run so far. Their inexperience soon showed. One by one, they dropped out, too exhausted to continue. Finally, only a handful remained.

Throughout the race, messengers updated spectators in the stadium of the racers’ progress. Soon after the thirty-kilometer mark, they announced that an Australian had the lead. A wave of disappointment rippled through the stands. The Greeks had hoped that one of their countrymen might win the historic event.

Then a man on horseback galloped into the stadium. He rode straight for the royal box, where he informed Greece’s King George and his family that a Greek was now the front-runner!

Excitement surged throughout the stadium when a twenty-four-year-old Greek shepherd named Spiridon Louis entered the arena; not even the royals were able to contain their joy. Crown Prince Constantine and his brother George flanked Louis to the finish line. Two hours, fifty-eight minutes, and fifty seconds after his start, Louis crossed that line—and into the history books as the first winner of the Olympic marathon.

The 1896 marathon had proved that not every runner was up to the challenge of such a long-distance race. An Italian athlete hammered home that fact at the 1908 London Games.

Dorando Pietri was the first runner to enter the stadium that year. The finish line was a mere 385 yards away. But instead of dashing across to victory, Pietri staggered in the wrong direction. Then he collapsed. For a long minute, no one knew what to do. If track officials helped him, he’d be disqualified. So they decided to see whether he could finish under his own power.

Somehow, Pietri got back on his feet, only to collapse again. This agonizing scene played out four more times before officials intervened and half carried the exhausted runner over the finish line. Their aid helped Pietri finish the race (and may have saved his life), but it cost him the gold medal.

Long-distance runners typically train for many months to prepare for the grueling challenge of a marathon. But every so often, there comes an athlete who just seems born to run. At the 1952 Games in Helsinki, Finland, that athlete was Emil Zatopek from Czechoslovakia.

Zatopek had an unusual running style that made him look as if he were in extreme pain. “I was not talented enough to run and smile at the same time,” he once joked. At the 1948 London Games, that running style earned him an Olympic record in the 10,000-meter race with a time of twenty-nine minutes and 59.6 seconds (29:59.6). He also took home a silver medal in the 5,000-meter race.

Four years later, he broke his own record in the 10,000-meter by improving his time to 29:17.0 and then also broke the 5,000-meter record. With two gold medals to his credit already, he made an unbelievable last-minute decision to enter the marathon—despite never having run one before!

Zatopek later joked that he had entered the race because his wife, Dana Ingrova Zatopkova, had just won a gold medal in the javelin throw—making them the first husband-wife Olympic gold medalists—and he wanted to outdo her three golds to one. Whether that was true or not, he accomplished his goal. He breezed through the marathon with effortless grace. While other runners withdrew from exhaustion, he chatted with bike messengers and spectators along the route. He not only won the race but also set his third Olympic record of 1952 with a time of two hours, twenty-three minutes, and 3.2 seconds (2:23:03.2). He was the first person to take gold in the 5,000-meter, 10,000-meter, and marathon races in a single Olympic Games.
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